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The Evolving Suffrage Militancy
of Mary Nolan
byJudith Poucher
etite, frail, physically impaired, and seventy-three years old,
Mary Nolan could easily be underestimated by anyone foolish enough to equate physical vigor with mental strength.
On November 14, 1917, several men brutalized the Jacksonville
grandmother as she endured what suffragists would soon call the
"Night of Terror" in a Virginia prison. One guard had told her,
"I'll take you and handle you, and you'll be sorry you made me."
Nolan recalled: "A man sprang at me, and caught me by the shoulder. . . . I was jerked down the steps and away into the dark ... [,
and later] they pushed me through a door. I lost my balance and
fell on the iron bed." As she recovered at the headquarters of
the National Woman's Party (NWP), the militant suffragist organization battling for the ballot, Nolan recorded her prison experiences, remembering how the guards cursed the suffragists: "I'll put
you through hell!" Nolan's recollections of her prison experiences
were published two weeks later and entitled "That Night of Terror."
Her memoir is the only suffrage prison narrative by a Floridian.
"That Night of Terror" is the written manifestation of Mary Nolan's
suffrage militancy, an evolution that began with her as an atypical
NWP recruit; continued with her picketing, arrests, and imprison-
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ment; found written expression in "That Night of Terror"; and concluded with additional protest activities. 1
When Mary Nolan moved to Jacksonville in 1900, there were
no suffrage organizations in the city; only Tampa had the Florida
Woman's Suffrage Association, established by Ella Chamberlain in
1893. After she moved from Florida four years later, the state's
suffrage movement was dormant until the summer of 1912, when
thirty-two Jacksonville women (Nolan not among them) formed
the Florida Equal Franchise League. In the fall, several Orlando
women, all property owners, tried to register to vote after the
mayor announced that "all freeholders" should vote in an upcoming sewage bond election. A befuddled city clerk, mayor, councilman, and city attorney eventually deduced that Florida law did
not allow women to vote. The women were not surprised; they
had made their point. By the spring of 1913, Orlando had a suffrage league. In November, league members from the city, as well
as several other Florida towns, met and formed the Florida Equal
Suffrage Association. Jacksonville's Equal Franchise League soon
joined the Association, which affiliated with the National American
Woman's Suffrage Association (NAWSA), the largest organization
of its kind at the time. NAWSA worked to win the vote through
each state legislature. 2
The Florida legislature's first significant deliberation on
women's suffrage came in the 1913 biennial session with a House
resolution to enfranchise women by amending the state constitution. Despite a stirring speech by future Congresswoman Jeanette
Rankin, the resolution failed; even its sponsor opposed suffrage. 3
A similar resolution in the Senate failed as well, despite the inclusion of a grandfather clause designed to disenfranchise African
American men and enfranchise white women. Florida women did
vote for the first time in 1915 but only in the new town of Fellsmere
1

2
3

Helen Hunt to Mary Gertrude Fendall, telegram, November 8, 1917, Group I:
52, National_Woman's Party Records, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress
(hereafter cited as NWPR); Mary Nolan, "That Night of Terror," The Suffragist,
December 1, 1917, 7; Mary Nolan, affidavit, November 23, 1917, Group I: 52,
NWPR.
A. ~lizabeth Taylor, "The Woman Suffrage Movement in Florida," F/,orida Historical Quarterly 36, no. 1 (July 1957): 45-46;Jacksonville Society Directory, 1914 to
1915 (Jacksonville: H. and W. B. Drew and Co, 1915), 90-91.
The House took no action on a resolution introduced in the 1911 session.
The sponsor of the 1913 House resolution, H. L. Bussey of Palm Beach, had
introduced the measure because the West Palm Beach Women's Clubs had
requested it, but he planned to oppose suffrage if it were submitted to a referendum. Taylor, "Woman Suffrage," 54-55.
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in southeast Florida, where the first municipal woman's suffrage
was approved by the legislature. However, in the same legislature,
women's suffrage proposals in both the House and Senate did not
survive their respective committees. In 1917, the Florida legislature
again debated amending the state constitution to achieve women's
suffrage through a state referendum. The Senate approved the
measure, but the House defeated it. Some political observers
blamed the failure on Prohibition supporters because they feared
having a state referendum on both Prohibition and suffrage in the
same year would endanger the Prohibition amendment. 4
In the meantime, the NWP, unlike NAWSA, was fighting for
a federal women's suffrage amendment, known as the Anthony
Amendment and named after suffrage pioneer Susan B. Anthony.
Formed officially in late 1916, the NWP was chaired by Alice Paul
with Lucy Burns as vice-chair. The two leaders met while working
with the Pankhurst family in the militant British suffrage movement. Paul and Burns imported the Pankhursts' confrontational
attitude and tactics, which were antithetical to those of the NAWSA.
In January 1917, the NWP conducted the first ever picketing of the
White House as a non-violent civil disobedience action. Known as
the Silent Sentinels, the suffragists planned to hold the party currently in power (the Democrats) and its leader, President Woodrow
Wilson, responsible for Congressional failure to pass the Anthony
Amendment. Despite U.S. entry into World War I in April, the
picketing continued; Wilson still had not publicly endorsed suffrage. The pickets carried banners that often used Wilson's words
against him, showing the hypocrisy of his speeches when read within a suffrage context. For example, he insisted as the war began
that: "We shall fight for the right of those who submit to authority
to have a voice in their own governments." 5
Meanwhile the NWP began organizing in Florida in April 191 7,
sending Ella St. Clair Thompson, their southern field secretary, to
work the state. She recruited and worked with groups and individuals throughout Florida, and, after only a month, the Florida NWP
4

5

Six months later, women achieved municipal suffrage in five more Florida cities. Taylor, "Woman Suffrage," 54-57, 58; "Municipal Suffrage in Florida," The
Su.ffragist,January 10, 1917, l; "Florida Stirring," The Suffragist,June 26, 1915,
2; "Notes of the Week," The Suffragist, May 5, 1917, 4.
"Review of the Year," The Suffragist, January 10, 1917, 2; Linda G. Ford, IronJawed Angel.s: The Suffrage Militancy of the National Womans Party, 1912-1920
(Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1991), 255; Woodrow Wilson,
"Address to Joint Session of Congress," April 2, 1917, National Archives, www.
archives.gov (accessed May 1, 2016).
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The Silent Sentinels: First Suffrage Picket Line,January 1917. Photograph Courtesy
of Women of Protest: Photographs from the Records of the National Woman's
Party, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.mss/
mnwp.160026.

held its first conference on May 9 in Jacksonville at the Seminole
Hotel. A large crowd attended to hear Alice Paul speak on the
history of the fight for suffrage and the NWP's campaign for the
passage of the Anthony Amendment as a war measure. The convention adopted a constitution and elected state officers, including
a number of women from Miami andJacksonville. Mrs. A. Leight
Monroe, president of the Miami Woman's Club (the largest Woman's Club in the state) became state chair with Marjory Stoneman
Douglas, columnist and society editor for the Miami Herald, as press
chair. Helen Hunt, a law student and journalist for the Jacksonville
Rorida Times-Union, was chosen as state secretary. Although less
active in Florida than NAWSA-affiliated groups, the NWP cont~nued to recruit new members in the state and throughout the South,
so that by 1917 the NWP had members in every southern state. 6
6

"Organization Moves of the Party,'' The Suffragist, May 5, 1917, 10; Ella Thompson to Grace Needham, May 1, 1917; Anne Martin to Ella Thompson, May
1, 1917: Ella Thompson to Mrs. Melvin Caruth, telegram, May 2, 1917; Ella
Thompson to Hazel Hunkins, May 3, 1917; Alice Paul, announcement, May
1, 1917 (all correspondence from Group I: 42, NWPR); "Suffrage Banquet
~s Ev~nt Tonight in Seminole Hotel," Florida Times-Union, May 9, 1917, 10;
Flonda Branch, Woman's Party Now Organized,' Florida Times-Union, May 10,
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From a national perspective, some of the most committed
NWP recruits proved to be middle-class, college-educated women
from the northeast in their mid-twenties to thirties. Commitment
in this case meant the members' willingness to go to prison for
their beliefs. In her contemporary memoir, Jailed for Freedom, Doris
Stevens listed the 168 suffragists who served prison sentences.
Linda Ford, in Iron-Jawed Angels: The Suffrage Militancy of the National
Woman~ Party, 1912-1920, studied the 168 women, whom she classified as leaders, officers, organizers, and recruits, and collected
demographic data on them. The recruits of 1917, of which Nolan
was one, are the young women referenced above. Typical only in
her middle-class status, Mary Nolan was a new NWP recruit from
Jacksonville who did not fit Ford's profile because Nolan was seventy-three, her only education was at convent school, and she was a
southerner, born in Martinsburg, Virginia. 7
Furthermore, even when one considers southern suffragists,
Nolan was still atypical, other than being solidly middle class.
(Prior to his death, Nolan's husband had been a supervisor for
the Southern Railway Company, and Nolan did not do paid work.)
Elna Green, in Southern Strategies: Southern Women and the Woman
Suffrage Question, found most southern suffragists to be, like Nolan,
middle class, but in researching over 800 southern women, both
suffragists and anti-suffragists, Green found other characteristics.
Leaders and rank and file, both regional and local, constituted her
profile of southern suffragists. They were, like many of the 1917
recruits, college-educated, but southern suffragists were also Baptist or Methodist and usually confined their volunteer activities to
political and reform organizations. Unlike Green's southern suffragists, Nolan was Catholic and did volunteer work with political
organizations (the NWP) as well as with patriotic and non-partisan
groups: the United Daughters of the Confederacy, the American

7

1917, 9; "Florida State Committee," May 14, 1917, Group I: 42, NWPR; "The
Woman's Party Organizes Florida Branch," The Suffragist, May 19, 191 7, 4; Elna
C. Green, Southern Strategies: Southern Women and the Woman Suffrage Question
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 27-28; Taylor,
"Woman's Suffrage," 42-47, 53.
Because this article uses two editions ofJailedforFreedom (a reproduction of the
1920 first edition and a later 1996 edition), subsequent citations will include .
the year of publication. The first edition contains appendices and photos that
the 1996 edition lacks, but the latter has a historical notes section on people,
organizations, and issues related to the NWP. Ford, Iron-Jawed Angels, 261-265;
Doris Stevens, Jailed for Freedom (New York: Liveright Publishing Corp, 1920),
354-371; Nolan affidavit.
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Red Cross, and the southern library movement, through which she
helped to establish a library in Laurens, South Carolina. Perhaps
Nolan's habit of working with a variety of groups was a result of
her being a longtime suffragist. As she explained to a Washington,
DC official, she had seen three generations of women fight for the
vote. 8
Nolanjoined the NWP despite what many people would have
typically considered a disability but which she described as simply
a "lame" foot, injured years before. She considered herself well
otherwise and had lived in Jacksonville since 1900. When Nolan
joined the NWP, she was living with her daughter and her family.
Nolan was very involved in local Red Cross work at the time. As
she explained: "I was giving all my time to Red Cross work in . . .
the Jacksonville (Florida) Branch, when I first heard about Alice
Paul-that they had _put her in prison with those others. They were
suffering and fighting for all ofus. When Mrs. [Helen] Gould and
Miss [Maud] Younger [NWP organizers] asked Florida women to
go to Washington to help, I volunteered." 9
Nolan volunteered at a time when the NWP had increased
recruitment efforts in preparations for a large picketing demonstration to be held on November 10, 1917 to protest the imprisonment and cruel treatment of Alice Paul. By November 8, the
NWP had about fifty women pledged to participate. Helen Hunt,
secretary for the Florida NWP, worked to enlist Florida women for
picketing duty but was able to recruit only Mary Nolan. However, Hunt was solicitous on Nolan's behalf, wiring Mary Gertrude
Fendall, NWP treasurer, ahead of Nolan's arrival to ask that someone from headquarters meet her train. Hunt described Nolan as
"elderly and ... not very strong," adding "Take good care of her."
Hunt also witnessed Nolan's last-minute preparations for her first
picketing trip to Washington: "She was buzzing about the home
of her daughter . . . packing . . . for the great adventure." Nolan
8

9

Green, Southern Strategies, 66-74; Elizabeth Kalb, "The Watch Fire Goes On/'
The Suffragist, February 8, 1919, 8-9; Nolan, affidavit; "Loved Woman Passed
Away," Florida Times-Union, May 19, 1925, 3; Tom Cornelison, "She Suffered for
Su.ffra~e," facksonville, January 2010, 44; Notes, Mrs. Frederick (Mary) Nolan
portrait, Library of Congress, www.loc.gov (accessed May 5, 2016); Bill Foley,
Jacksonville Woman 'Guilty' of Suffrage Persistence," Florida Times-Union,
August 20, 1995, Fl, F6; Colleen Steffen, "Buried Treasures " Rorida TimesUnion, August 22, 1999, wwwJacksonville.com (accessedjanua:-r 7, 2016).
Nolan, "That Night," 7, 14; "Gerard Adds Four Names to List of US Rulers,"
Sarasota Herald-Tribune, August 22, 1930, www.googlenews.com (accessed
March 3, 2015).

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol95/iss2/5

6

Pouche: The Evolving Suffrage Militancy of Mary Nolan

SUFFRAGE MILITANCY OF MARY NOLAN

227

Mary Nolan, c. 1917. Photograph Courtesy of Women of Protest: Photographs
from the Records of the National Woman's Party, Manuscript Division, Library of
Congress, http: / / hdl.loc.gov/loc.mss/ mnwp.275014.

stopped abruptly and asked "Where are my picketing shoes? I can't
leave them!" She had bought low-heeled, comfortable shoes specifically for the picketing duties to which she had been appointed
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and was determined not to leave her footwear. 10 Hunt had already
spent her two-week vacation picketing and lobbying Florida's Congressional delegation, finding that lobbying had a "ludicrous side."
One congressman's argument against the NWP's picketing was that
most likely none of the women pickets could make biscuits. 11
Shortly after Hunt returned to Jacksonville and five months
before Nolan arrived in Washington, the suffrage battle took a more
militant tum. In mid-June, 1917, the first NWP pickets were arrested, and the Party's campaign moved from simply defying authority by picketing to the next phase of militancy: resisting authority
by risking arrest. By mid-July, the police had arrested about forty
NWP members, some of them more than once and most of them
organizers or officers. When Superintendent Raymond Whittaker
released sixteen NWP members from the workhouse at Occoquan,
Virginia, on July 17,. he threatened: "The next lot of women who
come here won't be treated with the same consideration that these
women were." By fall, having arrested almost seventy womLen,
police arrested Alice Paul in late October for picketing. The judge
sentenced her to seven months in Washington, DC's Districtjail. 12
In early November, Paul and Rose Winslow, an NWP organizer,
began a hunger strike when their repeated requests for political
prisoner status were denied. 13 After a week without food and being
threatened repeatedly with both the insane asylum and forcedfeedings, Paul and Winslow were force-fed by prison officials three
times a day for three weeks. Other imprisoned suffragists joined
the hunger strike and experienced forced-feeding as well. 14 The
10

11

12

13

14

"The November Tenth Protest," The Suffragi,st, November 3, 1917, 5; Helen
Hunt to Mary Gertrude Fendall, telegram, November 8, 1917, Group I: 52,
NWPR; Toni Veverea, "Long War for Ballot Gave Votes to Duval Women 29
Years Ago," Jacksonville Journal, August 20, 1949, 3.
P.H. McGowan, "Florida Girl Pickets Capital in the Interest of Suffrage," Florida Times-Union, June 4, 191 7, 2; Helen Hunt, "Confessions of a Lobbyist," The
Suffragi,st,June 9, 1917, 7; Veverea, "Long War for Ballot," 3; '"Only Holding a
Flag': Florida Protests from the Picket Line," The Su.ffragi,st,June 2, 1917, 5.
Ford, Iron-Jawed Angels, 145-148, 150-174; Matilda Hall Gardner, "Occoquan,"
The Suffragi,st, July 28, 1917, 5; "Suffrage Sentinels Arrested by the Government," The Suffragist, June 30, 1917, 6-8; "The US Government o:q, Trial," The
Suffragi,st, July 21, 1917, 7; "Seven Months Sentence for National Suffrage
Leader,', The Suffragi,st, October 27, 1917, 4.
Political prisoner status would have permitted the women to have food sent in
(as well as boo1:<8, newspapers, ~e.tter~, and writing materials); not to be required
to perform pnson labor; to visit with each other, friends, and family; and to
ha~e readr, access to legal counsel, their right as American citizens. "Political
:n~one~s, The Suffragist, November 3, 1917, 8; Ford, Iron-Jawed Angels, 173.
Miss Abee Paul on Hunger Strike,', New York Times, November 7, 1917, n. p.;
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process required five people to restrain some of the suffragists as
a doctor forced a rubber tube through their nostrils or down their
throats. Cold milk and raw eggs passed through the tube before it
was withdrawn quickly, sometimes "slick with blood." Later, after
transfer from the Occoquan workhouse to the Districtjail's hospital, Lucy Burns and executive committee member Dora Lewis managed with great relief to avoid one feeding, despite threats from the
jail's doctor. However, later in the day, Burns noted stoically: "We
hear them outside now, cracking eggs." 15
Mary Nolan came to Washington a few days after Paul and
Winslow began their hunger strike. On November 10, 1917, fortyone women, including Nolan, picketed the White House. They
left nearby NWP headquarters in five delegations of five to fourteen women each. As police arrested one group, another delegation took its place, and the friendly crowd applauded each time.
Mary Nolan led the final group. The press reported that the
crowd particularly approved of her because of her age and courage, cheering and calling to her: "Keep right on! You'll make
them give it to you." 16
Police arrested all forty-one women but soon dismissed them
without sentence. However, thirty-one of the women, including
Nolan, defiantly returned to picketing one hour later. Then they
were back at court but told to wait, so they went out to picket again
the next day. In Jacksonville, local coverage of the events in the
Florida Times-Union was even-handed, reporting the initial arrests
of the NWP's forty-one "banner bearers," followed by accounts of
both their sentences and of the subsequent arrests of the thirty-one
"militants" who returned to picketing one hour after their release.
Mary Nolan also made headlines in Jacksonville, although not on
the front page. Reporter P.H. McGowan explained that Nolan was
among the thirty-one "suffragettes ... [who] immediately formed
in line again" and returned to picketing. He added that Nolan
attracted attention not only because of her age but also because

15
16

"30 More in Hunger Strike,' New York Times, November 16, 1917, n. p. ; "The
Government Holds 'the Ringleader'," The Suffragi,St, November 24, 1917, 5-6;
"A Note from Alice Paul," The Suffragist, November 24, 1917, 6; Ford, Iron-:fawed
Angels, 174-177, 181-182, 190; "A Week of the Women's Revolution," The Suffragist, November 24, 1917, 4-5.
"The Government Holds," 6; Ford, Iron-:fawed Angels, 62, 181-182; Gary Worth
Moody, Occoquan (Santa Fe, NM: 2015), 75; Dora Lewis, affidavit, November
28, 1917, Group I: 53, NWPR; "A Week," 5.
Ford, Iron-:fawed Angels, 174-178.
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her workhouse sentence raised the question of what was to be done
with someone considered "too feeble for hard prison service." 17
However, Nolan was certainly not "too feeble" to respond to
the judge who sentenced her. He urged her to pay her fine instead
of serving jail time because he believed it might prove too difficult
for someone her age and might even be fatal. Raising herself on
tiptoe, Nolan told him: 'Your Honor, I have a nephew who is fighting for democracy in France. He is offering his life for his country.
I should be ashamed if I did not join these brave wo n n in their
fight for democracy in America. I should be proud of the honor to
die in prison for the liberty 0£ American women." Sentences of the
thirty-one pickets ranged from six days for Mary Nolan to sixty days
for NWP officer Dora Lewis to six months for vice-chair Lucy Burns.
Although they committed "offenses" in the District of Columbia,
where they should have been imprisoned in the District jail, the
judge sent all of the women to the workhouse at Occoquan. 18
The NWP campaign was in the final phase of militancy: no
longer resisting authority by being arrested but choosing the final
radicalization of going to prison. Nolan's prison experience b e gan
even before reaching the Occoquan workhouse as she rode in the
dark, airless prison van. Packed with women, the steel-lined vehicle was putrid with the "fluids and odors of past prisoners." She
and her sister-suffragists arrived at Occoquan about 7:30 pm on
November 14, 1917 and entered an office where the head matron,
Mrs. Herndon, waited. Herndon summoned Nolan first, but she
refused to answer repeatedly, despite several threats. 19
NWP officer Dora Lewis, chosen as spokesperson, refused
to speak to Herndon and demanded to see work.house superintendent Raymond Whittaker. When he burst in with many men
behind him, Lewis demanded that the suffragists be treated as
political prisoners, and Whittaker ordered his men to lock her in
17

18

19

P.H. McGowan, "Suffragettes Again Arrested in Capital," Florida Times-Union,
November 13, 1917, 9; Ford, Iron-Jawed Angels, 174-178; ''Local Suffragette
Is Sentenced to Serve 6 Days for Picketing," Fl,orida Times-Union, November
15, 1~1_7, 1 l_; "Forty-One Suffrage Pickets Answer the Attempt by Democratic
Adm1n1strat1on to Crush Suffrage," The Suffragist, November 17, 1917, 6-7;
"B~nner Bearers of Woman's Party Were Arrested Saturday," Florida TimesUnzon, November 11, 1917, 1; "More Militants Under Arrest for Carrying Banners," Rorida Times-Union, November 13, 1917, I.
Stevens, Jai/,ed for Freedom (Troutdale, OR: New Sage Press, 1996), 122;
McGowan, "Suffragettes Again," 9; "Local Suffragette," 11; "31 More Pickets
Sent to Workhouse," New York Times, November 15, 1917, n. p.; "Forty-One Suffrage Pickets," 7.
Ford, Iron-Jawed Angels, 217; Nolan, "That Night," 7; Moody, Occoquan, 62.
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Mary Nolan with Suffrage Banner, c. 1917. Photograph Courtesy of Prints and
Photographs Division, Library of Congress, npcc21150/ / hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/
npcc.21150.

an adjoining room. A man grabbed Nolan and partly lifted her
down the steps while another man dragged Alice Cosu (an NWP
state officer from New Orleans) behind Nolan and into the dark.
Guards hustled the suffragist prisoners into a large ro-om with brick
Published by STARS, 2016
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cells on either side. Nolan's cell was filthy, had only a bed made of
sheet iron for furniture, was windowless except for a small slit at the
top of the cell, and had an open toilet which could only be flushed
by the guards from outside the building. 20
When guards threw Nolan and Cosu into their cell, t Nolan
tripped and fell on the iron bed, and Cosu collided with the wall,
which was cement over brick. A few minutes later, two guards also
threw in Dora Lewis. Her head struck the iron bed, and she was
unconscious for a time. In a few minutes, Superintendent Whittaker appeared while Nolan and Cosu were crying over Lewis,
believing her dead. He told the cellmates that if they spoke again,
he would put them in straight::iackets. Fortunately, Lewis was only
stunned. 21
The next morning, Whittaker summoned Nolan. After s he
refused to confirm her identity and asked him if there was any
age limit for the workhouse, Whittaker sent Nolan to the hospital
cottage, where she was examined by the prison doctor and pronounced well except for her damaged foot, which the guards had
kicked and bruised. 22
After three days, Dora Lewis and fifte n other suffragists began
a hunger strike. Meanwhile, Nolan managed to have a brief visit
with Cosu and another suffragist until Whittaker appeared and
sent Nolan back to the hospital cottage. When she tried to use the
toilet on her way back, Whittaker would not allow it. 23
On Nolan's fifth day at Occoquan, Herndon informed Nolan
that the workhouse guards and matrons were told that five of the
suffragists were armed.
After questioning by Nolan, Herndon
admitted that she had found no guns. Nolan's release came on
her sixth day at Occoquan, since she had served her term, but she
burst into tears as she left because she felt that she was deserting
her sister-suffragists. 24
Following her release from Occoquan, Nolan went to NWP
headquarters to recover, having received no food until half way
through her six-day sentence. 25 As was the established procedu're
20
21

22
23
24

25

Nolan, "That Night," 7; Ford, Iron-:JawedAngels, 178. Although Nolan and ano ther suffragist referred to their cells as dungeons, they were not underground.
Nolan, "That Night," 7; Nolan, affidavit.
Nolan, affidavit; Nolan, "That Night," 14.
"A Week," 4; Nolan, affidavit.
For other first-hand accounts of the "Night of Terror" see "Mrs. Brannan Tells
ofJail Treatment," New York Times, November 29, 1917, 11 and NWPR, Group
I: 52 and 53; Nolan, "That Night," 14.
"That Night of Terror" and Nolan 's affidavit differ on this point.
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with most suffrage prisoners upon release, Nolan gave testimony
about her prison experiences to NWP attorneys, Dudley Field
Malone and Matthew O'Brien. Nolan gave the affidavit on the evening of November 23 in the drawing room at NWP headquarters.
When NWP leaders and attorneys heard Nolan's story, their legal
strategy changed quickly. They decided to pursue habeas corpus
proceedings sooner than planned, fearing that the hunger strikers
could not survive starvation under such conditions as described by
Nolan. Habeas corpus proceedings would bring the prisoners into
an open courtroom, where the government would have to explain
not only why the suffragists were sent to prison but also why they
were confined under such inhumane conditions. When Nolan,
other November 10 suffragists, and NWP attorneys went to court,
a district judge ruled that the committal of the suffragists to Occoquan was illegal because their offenses occurred in the District of
Columbia, not in Virginia. A few days later, all of the November 10
prisoners were free. 26
While still recovering at NWP headquarters, Nolan also
authored an article for the organization's newspaper, The Suffragist,
in which she described her experiences at Occoquan. She titled the
article "That Night of Terror: November 14, 1917." After Nolan's
narrative appeared, that night would forever be known by Nolan's
contemporaries and later generations of feminist scholars as the
"Night of Terror." As both a personal narrative and a contemporary
account, "That Night of Terror" is a primary source whose value
is twofold. First, because it was published within days of Nolan's
release, the article's sense of immediacy brings this ninety-nineyear-old account to life. Some primary sources were not written
until years after the Night of Terror. Two of the best-known, Doris
Stevens' book,Jailedfor Freedom, and Inez Haynes Irwin's book, Alice
Paul and the Story of the Womans Party, were published within four
years of the event. However, Dorothy Day's book, The Long Loneliness, was not published until 1952. Second, Nolan's narrative is
the first full account of the Night of Terror to be published. Lucy
Burns smuggled a brief note out that was published in the New York
Times on November 17, and the Times published a partial account

26

Nolan, "That Night,'' 14; "A Week," 5; "In re Habeas Corpus: Eunice D. Brannan et al, Petitioners v. W. H. Whittaker, Respondent, "November 20, 1917,
Group I: 53, NWPR; "Government Forced to Release Suffrag~ Prisoners from
Occoquan," The Suffragist, December 1, 1917, 4-5.
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of Eunice Brannan's experiences on November 29, after all of the
Night of Terror prisoners were released. 27
The byline of the article reads: "As Described b y Mary A. Nolan,"
which might raise questions as to the artic le's p rovenance but also
strongly implies that Nolan dictated the article. (Of course, her
affidavit, recorded a week earlier, was dictated testimony.) Given
that Nolan was an educated woman who had helped to establish a
library, was well-spoken in court, and was articulate when quoted
in the press, she was c lerujy capable of doing her own writing. So,
even if Nolan did not literally write "That Night of Terror," she
most likely dictated it. 28
Regardless of its provenance, "That :r--Jight of Terror" is the written manifestation of Mary Nolan's evolving suffrage militancy. First
and most importantly, "That Night of Terror" directly addresses the
issue of militancy by contrasting women's and the NWP's militancy
with that of men. Nolan's second sentence introduces the issue
of militancy by citing Alice Paul's imprisonment and adding that
Paul and other suffragist prisoners were battling for all women.
Nolan recalls the women with whom she picketed, bearing the
beautiful gold, white, and purple flag of suffrage. She a lso n o tes
that the courts had convicted and sentenced over one hundred
women before her because they "had done this thing [picketing]
for suffrage." So within only four paragraphs, Nolan establishes
the nature of NWP militancy as self-sacrificing, courageous, and
clearly non-violent. 29
In "That Night of Terror," male militancy is evident shortly
after the suffragists arrive at Occoquan, where they are greeted with
both verbal and physical brutality. When Nolan refuses to answer
roll call, one man threatens: 'You had better answer, or it will be
27

28

29

Irwin's Up Hill with Banners Hying is a reprint of Irwin's Alice Paul and the Story
of the Womans Party but with a different title. Inez Haynes Irwin, Up Hill with
Banners Hying (Penobscot, ME: Traversity Press, 1964), 7; Nolan, "That Night,"
7, 14; Dorothy Day, The Long Loneliness (New York: Harper Brothers, 1952);
"Accuse Jailers of Suffragists," New York Times, November 17, 191 7, n. p.; "Mrs.
Brannan Tells," 11.
Nolan, "That Night," 7; Ford, Iron-Jawed Angels, 169-170; Lynda Dodd, "Sisterhood of Struggle: Leadership and Strategy in the Campaign for the Nineteenth Amendment," in Feminist Legal History: Essays on Women and the Law,
ed. Tracy Thomas and Tracey Boisseau (New York: New York University Press,
2011), 191; Nolan, affidavit.
N?lan, "That Night," 7;Jane Marcellus, "'From Prison to People': How Women
J~Il,~<:1 for _Suffrage Inscribed Their Prison Experience on the American Pubhc, 1n Prison Narratives.from Boethius to Zana, ed. Philip Edward Phillips l(New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 136.
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the worse for you," while another bully tells Nolan that she will "be
sorry" if she makes him "handle" her. Quoting and paraphrasing
the men frequently, Nolan demonstrates that cursing and profanity were a large part of the guards' verbal brutality. The head of
the guards, Captain Ream, armed with a Billy club, forced the suffragists into a hallway, yelling, "Damn you, get in here!" Two men
shout at NWP organizer Dorothy Day, a slender young woman: "The
goddamn suffrager! My mother ain't no suffrager!"
Later, after
one of Nolan's cellmates speaks to another suffragist prisoner in
a nearby cell, Nolan explains: ""We were roughly told by the guard
not to speak again, or we would be put in straight:jackets." Not
surprisingly, the physical abuse inflicted on the suffragists exceeds
the verbal brutality. Nolan first describes a manjumping at her and
holding her by the shoulder before dragging her down steps and
into the dark. Later, she is shoved into her cell and falls against the
iron bed, as does Dora Lewis. At times, the men's brutality takes an
animalistic turn, both in Nolan's description and in the practice of
sheer cruelty. When Nolan sees crowds of men outside the prison
office, she first notices that many were not in uniform and looked
like derelicts. Then, using an obvious simile to convey her opinion
of such men, she adds that one man had a face like an orangutan.
Nolan also witnesses the most severe of the men's animalistic cruelty
inflicted on young Dorothy Day. Two men contort her thin arms
above her l).ead, then raise Day up before slamming her down over
the arm of an iron bench-twice. They end their abuse by cursing
their victim. 30
Second, Nolan re-creates her prison experience through the
use of ample details. As Alice Paul scholar, Mary "Walton, notes in
her chapter on the Night of Terror: "The most complete description of conditions came from Mary Nolan." Re-creation of her
prison experiences begins before Nolan's group reaches Occoquan workhouse when she compares riding in the prison van to
being buried alive. Her account of the smells in the airless van is
particularly vivid. Nolan's description of her cell is also graphic.
In this case, her emphasis is on the visual more than the olfactory
aspect of what she calls her "dungeon," particularly on the "filthy"
cell, mats, and blankets. Nolan also employs irony to re-create her
30

Two weeks after publishing "That Night of Terror," The Suffragist blatantly
acknowledged NWP militancy on the cover of the December 15, 1917 issue,
where a romantic, Renaissance-style illustration of a suffragist was entitled
"The Militant." Nolan, "That Night,"' 7, 14.
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time at Occoquan. As a man drags her outside at night, she sees
the American flag flying above her, lit by the light from a single
window. Nolan is struck then by the irony: "My God, to think that
American women should be treated in this manner with the flag
flying over the building." 31
Third, having recounted her prison experiences, Nolan subverts
the shame usually associated with any type of incarceration by publicizing the abuses at Occoquan in "That Night of Terror." Nolan is in
a cell within earshot ofNWP vice-chair Lucy Burns. Nolan also shares
a cell with Dora Lewis, the spokeswoman for the Night of Terror prisoners, giving Nolan access to more information than she might have
had if she were in a cell further away from the two major leaders.
Thus Nolan observes Lewis' clever way of letting Nolan know that
she (Lewis) has survived the abuse of being thrown against the iron
bed by guards and being stunned. Without alerting Whittaker as he
rants directly in front of their cell, Lewis simply remains in her fallen
position and taps Nolan on the foot. Nolan also publicizes abuse
suffered by her other cellmate, Alice Cosu. During the night, Cosu
becomes very ill, vomiting and having severe chest pains. Although
Nolan and Lewis beg repeatedly for a doctor, guards ignore the
women, and they shiver all night long from the cold and stress. Once
word of the abuse of middle and upper class white women spread via
"That Night of Terror" and later accounts from suffragists, even the
opponents of picketing respected suffragists' courage. _Of course,
some of the abuse occurred because suffragist prisoners refused to
comply with expectations for white lady-like behavior. So, for some
women, their racial and class status was an asset that facilitated publicity for the NWP, but that status could also be a liability when they
did not conform to expectations. 32
Finally, Nolan was not just publicizing the NWP but also solidifying suffragists' group identity by recording their shared prison
experiences. She frequently speaks in the first person plural in her
article, making it clear that some group solidarity existed before
the suffragists were imprisoned. That group identity is evident
when all of the Night of Terror group refused to answer roll call
and demanded political prisoner status. "That Night of Terror"
31

32

The quote is from Nolan's affidavit, but the description of the scene and the
fla? is from "That Night of Terror," page 7. Mary Walton, A Womans Crusade:
Alice Paul and the Battle for the Ballot (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 202;
Nolan, "That Night," 7; Nolan, affidavit.
Lewis, affidavit; Nolan, "That Night," 7, 14; Nolan, affidavit; Marcellus, '"From
Prison," 143, 150.
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also records the women's solidarity in the face of abuse, showing
that Nolan and Cosu were so vocal about Lewis' abuse that Whittaker threatened to put them all in straight-:iackets and that Lewis and
Nolan tried to get medical care for Cosu. Fortunately, the shared
experiences of the abuse that suffragists endured only increased
their group solidarity and desire for suffrage. As Lucy Burns said,
"More women are ready today to face imprisonment for six months
than were ready a month ago to go to prison for three days." No
wonder the Wilson administration wanted to keep suffrage prisoners incommunicado. Doing so not only disrupted group identity
but also removed the audience that suffragists needed to bring
their narratives into the public arena. 33
Despite "That Night of Terror" directly addressing the issue of
militancy, re-creating Nolan's prison experiences, publicizing the
abuses at Occoquan, and solidifying suffragists' group identity, scholars of militant suffrage have under-utilized Nolan's article. Several
authors of works in this area have not used Nolan's article, despite
its having been available to scholars via the Library of Congress since
1981. 34 For example, Belinda Stillion Southard's "Militancy, Power,
and Identity: The Silent Sentinels as Women Fighting for Political
Voice," which is partly a study of The Suffragist, makes no mention of
Nolan's prison narrative or its author. Linda Lumsden's article, "Suffragist: The Making of a Militant," does the same. Lumsden's book,
Rampant Women: Suffragists and the Right ofAssembly, does not use "That
Night of Terror." She does refer to Nolan's prison experiences but
documents them using Irwin's book, published four years after the
Night of Terror. Much like Lumsden's book, Mary Walton's book,
A Womans Crusade: Alice Paul and the Battle for the Ballot, does not use
Nolan's article directly. Walton quoted Nolan and provided her name
but cited Irwin as the source. Walton used and documented the affidavits of many suffragists, including Nolan's cellmate, Dora Lewis,
33

34

Laurie Rogers, "Martyrdom Used for a Practical Purpose: The Narrative Construction of Militant US Suffragists as Martyrs," Neoamericanist 6, no. 2 (Spring/
Summer 2013): 7-8; Nolan, "That Night," 7, 14; "Over the Top," The Suffragist, November 10, 1917, 5.
The Library of Congress made some of the NWP Papers available to the public in 1979 and the remaining papers, including a full run of The Suffragist,
in 1981. Thus one should expect that any relevant work published by the
late 1980s would use "That Night of Terror." NWP headquarters, the SewallBelmont House and Museum, also has a complete run of The Suffragist and
the rest of the NWP Papers on microfilm. NWPR; Finding Aid, Manuscript
Division, Library of Congress; "Collections Overview," National Woman's Party
at Belmont-Paul Women's Equality Monument, nationalwomansparty.org
(accessedJanuary 5, 2016).
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but did not utilize Nolan's affidavit. This is surprising, given Walton's
praise of Nolan's account as being the most complete of the suffragist
narratives. Linda Ford's book, Iron-:fawed Angels: The Suffrage Militancy
of the National Womans Party, 1912 to 1920, upon which the 2004 HBO
film was based, is one of the best sources on both militant suffrage
and the Night of Terror. Neither her book nor her essay, "Alice Paul
and the Triumph of Militancy," uses Nolan's article, but Ford d >es use
Nolan's affidavit and those of many other suffragists as well. 35
Other scholars of militant suffrage have used "That Night of
Terror" incorrectly. For example, Christine Lunardini's biography
of Alice Paul, From Equal Suffrage to Equal Rights: Alice Paul and the
National Womans Party, 1910 to 1928, uses Nolan's article but without both its title and Nolan's name. Similarly, Lynda Dodd's essay,
"Sisterhood of Struggle: Leadership and Strategy in the Campaign
for the Nineteenth Amendment," uses and cites "That Night of
Terror" but without Nolan's name. Finally, Katherine Adams and
Michael Keene, in their excellent book, Alice Paul and the American
Suffrage Campaign, do use Nolan's work but in an odd way. The
article is listed in their Works Cited, yet, within the text, quotes
from "That Night of Terror" are documented parenthetically, using
Doris Stevens' book, Jailed for Freedom, as the source rather than the
article itself. Certainly, this rare Florida history document warrants
closer attention from scholars. 36
A£ter writing "That Night of Terror," Mary Nolan was not idJLe.
Working with suffragists from Maryland and Virginia, she attended NWP mass and street meetings in Baltimore and even dressed
1n prison garb for some meetings. 37
Soon after "That Night of
35

36

37

Belinda Stillion Southard, "Militancy, Power, and Identity: The Silent Sentinels
as Women Fighting for Political Voice," Rhetoric and Public Affairs 10, no. 3 (Fall
2007): 399-41 7; Linda Lumsden, "Suffragist. The Making of a Militant," Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly 72, no. 3 (Autumn 1995): 525-538; Linda
Lumsden, Rampant Women: Suffragists and the Right of Assembly (Knoxville, TN:
University of Tennessee Press, 1997); Walton, A Womans Crusade, 202; Fora,
Iron-Jawed Angels; Linda Ford, "Alice Paul and the Triumph of Militancy," in
One Woman, One Vote: Rediscovering the Woman Suffrage Movement, ed Marjorie
Spruill Wheeler (Troutdale, OR: New Sage Press, 1995), 277-294.
Christine Lunardini, From Equal Suffrage to Equal Rights: Alice Paul and the
National Womans Party, 1910-1928 (Lincoln, NE: toExcel Press, 2000); Dodd,
"Sisterhood of Struggle,"; Katherine Adams and Michael Keene, Alice Paul and
the_American Suffrage Campaign (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois, 2008).
This w::is about three months before the NWP launched the Prison Specialfor which former suffragist prisoners donned replicas of their prison uniforms
and toured the US. So NWP organizers were testing this form of street theater
soon after the Night of Terror prisoners were released. Lucy Branham to Katherine Flanagan, November 26, 1917, Group I: 53, NWPR.
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Terror" was published, the NWP's National Advisory Council38 held
a conference, which was also a victory celebration for released suffragist prisoners. The prisoners were given special pins-miniature replicas of a prison cell door-in recognition of their service.
Near the end of the conference, NWP lead attorney, Dudley Field
Malone, singled out Mary Nolan, insisting that: "the men of this
government responsible for the . . . beating up of a dear old lady
like Mrs. Nolan, seventy-three years of age, will not only suffer in
personal damages, but the cold judgment of history will deprive
them of their reputation for manhood." 39
Malone referred to "personal damages" because eight suffrage prisoners, including Nolan, filed suit against the District of
Columbia Commissioners and Warden Zinkham of the Districtjail.
The same prisoners also initiated a case against Superintendent
Whittaker and Captain Ream of Occoquan. (The suffragists filed
suits against individuals because suits against the government were
not allowed.) The other seven plaintiffs were Dora Lewis, Alice
Cosu, Lucy Burns, Dorothy Day, Eunice Brannan, Mrs. Henry Butterworth, and Julia Emory. Each suit was for $100,000 in damages
for cruel and brutal treatment. 40 After much delay and with government attorneys hoping that, if President Wilson announced his
support of the Anthony Amendment, the cases would be dropped,
Zinkham's superiors fired him, and Whittaker resigned. The NWP
eventually dropped the suits, deciding that they stood little chance
of realizing any significant money judgments and a large chance of
mounting financial costs. 41
Soon after attorneys filed the damages suits, the NWP made significant progress in Congress. In January 1918, the House passed
38

39

40
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Composed of well over 100 members, the Council was too large to make policy, alter strategy, or affect tactics. Membership was a vehicle for recognizing
achievements of members. Jean H. Baker, Sisters: The Lives of Americas Suffragists (NewYork: Hill and Wang, 2005), 208.
Betty Gram to Fellow Prisoners, December 1, 1917, Group I: 53, NWPR; "The
Woman's Party Conference at the Capital," The Suffragist, December 8, 1917,
5; "Crowds Hear Case of Women Against the Administration, The Suffragist,
December 15, 1917, 7; Dudley Field Malone, "Give Us Democracy in America,"
The Suffragist, December 15, 1917, 9.
Irwin, Up Hill, 267; Stevens, Jailed for Freedom, 1920, 244; "Pickets Sue for
$400,000.00," The Suffragist, December 15, 1917, 6; "Suffrage Pickets to Sue,"
New York Times, December 3, 1917, n. p.
F. H. Stephens to Matthew O'Brien,June 12, 1918, Group IV: 2, NWPR; "Suffrage Damage Suits Again Postponed," The Suffragist,July 19, 1919, 7; Stevens,
Jailed for Freedom, 1920, 244-245; Chase Mellen to Eunice D. Brannan, November 26, 1919, Group IV: 2, NWPR; Louisine Havermeyer, "The Prison Special:
Memoirs of a Militant," Scribners, June 1922, 668.
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the Anthony Amendment, but the Senate defeated the .At:nendment in May. The NWP then focused on President Wilson and the
Senate, resuming picketing of the White House in early August,
followed by more arrests, injuries inflicted by capital police, and
brutal jail conditions. Incensed by the ill-treatment of the "heroic
band" of her sister-suffragists "who held their banners aloft in spite
of blows and bruises," Mary Nolan wrote to Alice Paul, epitomizing
the NWP's resolve: "We must be free or die!" Nolan signed her letter: "The Oldest Picket." 42
NWP picketing continued into October and N ovember of
1918. Capital police did not arrest the suffragists but often assaulted them. On January 1, 1919, the NWP launched a new tactic:
"Watch Fires for Freedom." Suffragists lit a continuous fire in an
urn in front of the White House, even guarding the flames at.night.
The NWP portrayed ·wilson as a hypocrite who claimed to be the
leader of world democracy while his party denied suffrage to half of
America's citizens. The NWP continued t he· r demonstrations and
planned to burn every W ilson speech on democracy. As the demonstrations continued, police arrested Alice Paul and other NWP
members, who then began a hunger strike. 43
On January 24, while under suspended sentence for an arrest
at the watch fires five days before, Mary Nolan burned one of Wilson's speeches in the urn. Her preripu.sly low opinion of her president had not changed: "I consider ... Mr. Wilson picayunish about
suffrage, promising, backing down; giving a bit, then another bit.
That is not big, and this is a big question." Police arrested Nolan,
but, as they took her away, the friendly crowd cheered her. Authorities later released her. A few days later, Nolan and Bertha Arnold of
Colorado kindled a watch fire in front of the White House. Known
to some spectators by this point, Nolan burned Wilson's speech to
the French Senate and was arrested, followed by vociferous objections from onlookers. She served twenty-four hours injail. 44
OnJanuary 31, Nolan, described as a "little old-grandmotherly
woman, her tiny figure the staunchest and straightest of all, her
42
43
44

Alice Paul also referred to Nolan as "our oldest picket." Ford., Iron-:fawedAngels,
230-233; Paul to Nolan, September 4, 1918 and Nolan to Paul, August 30, 1918,
both in Group I: 64, NWPR.
"The Watch Fire," The Suffeagist,January 11, 1919, 6; "New Year's Day Protest,"
The Suffragist,January 4, 1919, 7.
Irwin, Up Hill, 412-413, 416; Nolan, "That Night," 7; Stevens,Jailedfor Freedom,
1996, 161-1_63; Ford, Iron-Jawed Angels, 236-238; "The National Woman's Party,"
TheSuffeagzst, March 29, 1919, 2; "Guilty of _ __ ?," The Suffragist, February l,
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·..
Watch Fires for Freedom,January 1919. Photograph
-...:-tesy of Women of Protest:
Photographs from the Records of the National Woman's Party, Manuscript Division,
Library of Congress, http: / / hdl.loc.gov/ loc.mss/ mnwp.276030.

face sweet yet grave with purpose," participated in her fourth watch
fire protest. By this point, many onlookers recognized her. She
had joined other NWP members at the January 19, 24, and 27
protests and had recently returned from completing a twenty-four
hour jail sentence. Police arrested her again on the 31 st but soon
discharged her. Again arrested on February 4 at the watch fires,
she received a sentence of two days and served it in the District jail.
On February 9, one hundred women, including Nolan, protested
outside the White House while the chair of the Tennessee NWP,
Sue Shelton White, burned a sketch of Wilson in effigy before a
sympathetic crowd. Police arrested thirty-nine women, including
White and Nolan, with White sentenced to five days injail. Nolan,
by now arrested nine times and jailed three, was released. The next
day, the Senate defeated the Anthony Amendment again. 45
Both contemporary sources and later scholars have attributed
Nolan's lenient sentences to her judges' deference to her age. 46
45

46

Kalb, "Watch Fire," 8; "The Suffrage Trial," The Suffragist, February 22, 1919:
13-14; "The Demonstrations of February 9," The. Suffragist, February 22, 1919,
10-11; Stevens,JailedforFreedom, 1996, 164-169; Ford, Iron-:JawedAngel.s, 239-240.
See Stevens, Jailed for Freedom, 1996, 122; Irwin, Up Hill, 413; McGowan, ••suffragettes Again," 9; ··Local Suffragette," 11; Foley ·:Jacksonville Woman," 6;

Published by STARS, 2016

21

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 95 [2016], No. 2, Art. 5

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

242

Even before her first sentence in 1917, there was press speculation,
reinforced by the judge's warning as to her age, about her ability to
serve prison time. However, age deference may not fully explain
the judicial leniency. At her second watch fire arrest and court
appearance, suffragists and their supporters filled the courtroom,
and Nolan told thejudge:
I am guilty if there is any guilt in a demand for freedom.
I protest against the action of the President who is depriving American women of freedom. I have been sent by my
state, Florida, and I am willing to do or suffer anything
to bring victory to the long, courageous struggle. I have
fought this fight many years. I have seen children born
and grow to womanhood to fight at my side. I have seen
their children grow up to fight with us.
Although the judge tried to stop it, a great swell of applause broke
out in the courtroom. The judge sentenced over a dozen of the
cheering women to forty-eight hours in jail for contempt of court.
Despite her objection to favorable treatment because of her age,
he released Nolan. 47
Two days later, she returned to the watch fires, burned Wilson's
words, and was not surprised to be arrested. After this third arr st,
Nolan was tried several hours earlier than officially schedul d before her supporters reached court and had a chance to embarrass the judge again. He sentenced her to twenty-four hours in
the Districtjail. A£ter she completed her sentence, police arrested
her a fourth time at the January 31 demonstration but released
Nolan on her own recognizance to appear in court on February
3. Once again, earlier than scheduled, authorities released her on
February 1. Nolan was in court after her fifth arrest on February 4,
when guards threw four NWP members out bodily from the court
room for continuing to applaud Nolan and two other suffragists,
despite being ordered by the judge to stop. Nolan, still militant in
spirit, said: "I am old, I guess, but if I were a hundred I would do
just as I am doing now. I am willing to use every drop of life left
in me to push this fight to its end." Perhaps the judicial leniency

47
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shown toward Nolan was more aboutjudicial embarrassment and
less about age deference. 48
In mid-February 1919, the NWP began a new publicity campaign. Members who had served jail time for suffrage since June
1917 toured the U.S. in a train car called "The Prison Special."
The women, including Mary Nolan, dressed in replicas of their
coarse, shapeless prison garb and spoke about their illegal, brutal
treatment in prison. In less than a month, the Prison Special tour
covered fifteen cities. 49 Jacksonville was one of those cities and the
only stop in Florida. The tour arrived on the morning of February
18 for a "Suffrage Breakfast" at the Windsor Hotel hosted by Mary
Nolan's friend, Helen Hunt, now chair of the Florida NWP. Nolan
was one of the breakfast speakers and discussed the status of women's suffrage outside the US, explaining that women were voting
in Europe. She insisted that it was "a disgrace that every American
ought to resent that the US Senate has . . . put our country in the
rear of nearly every other civilized country[.]" The NWP held four
other meetings in Jacksonville. Mary Nolan did not continue the
tour with the Prison Special beyondJacksonville, but the tour was
a resounding success throughout the country, ending at New York
City's Carnegie Hall on March 10 with an overflow crowd welcoming the suffragists back. 50
In a May 1919 special session of Congress, the House and then
the Senate passed the Anthony Amendment. Although both Florida Senators Park Trammell and Duncan Fletcher voted against
it, Nolan still celebrated, sending Alice Paul a congratulatory telegram from Jacksonville: "We are rejoicing with you tonight in the
passage of the Susan B. Anthony Amendment." Congress sent the
Amendment to the states in June for ratification. Although the
Florida legislature took no action on women's suffrage, the Florida
NWP did, raising money for the ratification battles in other states.
One NWP organizer reported that audiences in Jacksonville were
so generous that she left feeling that it was "indeed a sacked . . .
48
49
50
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city." Thus while Florida could have been one of the first states
to ratify the Anthony Amendment, Tennessee claimed the honor
of becoming the final state needed to ratify the Amendment in
August 1920. 51
In Jacksonville, Mary Nolan's friend and colleague, Helen
Hunt, became the first woman to register to vote in Duval County,
and she recalled years later that Mary Nolan's eyes always twinkled
when talking about the battle for the vote. By the spring of 1919,
Nolan, now a member of the NWP's National Advisory Council,
was less active but continued to follow suffrage events from Jacksonville. She wrote to Alice Paul, telling her of being "nervous and
shattered by . . . [a recent] illness." Nolan also asked for financial
assistance, saying that she had not drawn any money while she was
on duty earlier in the year at the watch fires. Nolan ended by promising to co~tinue to work for the NWP "to the end . . . as far as . . .
[her] strength and good will ... [could] reach." 52 For Nolan, the
end came in the spring of 1925, when she died after a short illness
at the age of 82. One of the generation of suffragists who began
the suffrage battle with Susan B. Anthony and ended it with Alice
Paul, Mary Nolan was nearly the last of her generation among NWP
members. Only ninety-one-year-old Reverend Olympia Brown survived Nolan. 53
Mary Nolan left a large suffragist legacy that the Jacksonville
chapter of the National Organization for Women (NOW) honored
fifty-five years after her death. In 1980, Jacksonville NOW celebrated the sixtieth anniversary of the passage of the Nineteenth
Amendment by creating the Mary Nolan Award, to be given to an
outstanding Jacksonville feminist each year on August 26. That
date is designated nationally as Women's Equality Day to celebrate
women winning the vote. However, after 1980, August 26 also
51
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"Suffragists Rejoice," TheSu.ffragist,June 14, 1919, 9; Taylor, "Woman Suffrage,"
53-54, 59-60; "The South Changes Its Disposition," The Suffragist, April 1920,
39 (a monthly newspaper as of February 1920); Irwin, Up Hill, 419; Ford, IronJawed Angels, 242-243.
,
Paul made no mention of money in her reply of March 28, 1919. Veverea,
"Long War," 3; Nolan to Paul, March 22, 1919; Paul to Nolan, March 28, 1919,
both letters in Group I: 69-70, NWPR.
~olan was survived by two daughters and one son, but there are no living relatives of Mary Nolan today. I a1n indebted to my friend, Barbara Drake, for her
genealogical research on Nolan. "Loved Woman" 3· Kalb "Watch Fire" 9·
::vot~s for Woman," The Suffragist, September 1920: 198; Ke~neth R. John~on:
Florida Women Get the Vote," Rorida Historical Quarterly 48 no. 3 Uanuary
1970):307.
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became known as Mary Nolan Day inJacksonville. Two years later,
Jacksonville NOW acted again to preserve Nolan's legacy. Buried
in an unmarked grave in 1925, Nolan was given a headstone by
Jacksonville NOW. Appropriately, the stone bears a quote from
Nolan herself who told a Washington, DC judge: "I am guilty if
there is any guilt in a demand for freedom. " 54
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"Paula McCleary Is Given First Mary Nolan Award," Jacksonville Journal, August
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Remembered," The Spinnaker,January 31, 1982, n. p.
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